Antigenic subsets of human breast epithelial cells distinguished by monoclonal antibodies.
Three monoclonal antibodies raised to the human milk fat globule membrane bind, within the normal breast, to the surface of the luminal epithelial cells but not to the surrounding myoepithelial, connective tissue, or blood vessel cells. These antibodies distinguish three subsets of the epithelial cells that are not distinguishable by conventional histology. To show the arrangement of the cells in two dimensions over the sheet of epithelium, ducts were dissected out of normal breast tissue, opened up and laid flat as sheets of epithelium. The apical faces of the cells were strained, unfixed, using two-color immunofluorescence to contrast the subsets of cells stained by the different antibodies. The epithelium was then seen to be a mosaic of cells that express different surface antigens. The grouping and appearance of the cells stained by the different antibodies was characteristic. This may be just a random heterogeneity of antigen expression but alternatively the different cells may be in different physiological states. Regardless of its biological significance, the observation has practical consequences for the use of such antibodies in identifying cells and the study of antigenic heterogeneity in tumors.